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Disintegration, Adynata, and the Failures of Memory
in Petrarch’s Rerum vulgarium fragmenta
Alani Hicks-Bartlett
University of California, Berkeley
In Francesco Petrarch’s Canzoniere, or Rerum vulgarium fragmenta, the first
sonnet, the canzone “I’vo pensando,” and the collection’s last canzone constitute
a triptych that investigates the importance and potential of memory and commemoration. In the three poems, one of Petrarch’s primary concerns is not just
commemorating his beloved, as critics often understand, but that he may not be
properly remembered after his death. Yet, rather than looking towards his contemporaries or the future, as his desire for commemoration would suggest, Petrarch
curiously focuses his gaze on the past, ardently seeking approval and validation
from the classical authors he values greatly. However, given the temporal distance
that separates them, he is seeking what is both an impossible recognition, and an
impossible validation. Though Petrarch emphasizes the associative and etymological connection of memory and commemoration, he also reveals that vanity—
as futile enterprise and self-importance—is the destructive force that undermines
lasting memory and appropriate commemoration. He does so by coupling his
desire for recognition adynata and descriptions of failed seizure. However, by describing the poetic process as an attempt to grasp an intangible and elusive ‘wind’
that metaphorizes approval, Petrarch frustrates his own desire for posterity by
looking in the wrong direction and to people who are dead. He claims to recognize
the inevitable failure of his enterprise and acknowledges the change of strategy
and orientation that are subsequently necessary. Instead of continuing to nurture
his obsession with the memory of things past, he will turn his time and attentions
irrevocably towards the future. Or so he avers.

One of the most salient features of Petrarch’s (1304-1374) oeuvre
is its extensive and profound engagement with questions of temporality, trajectory, and loss. Through retrospection, a compulsive
revisiting of past events, and an often nostalgic treatment of classical topoi, in all iterations of his work—from his scholarly, episto-
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lary, and religious Latin writings to the vernacular poetry of the Rerum vulgarium fragmenta, commonly referred to as the Canzoniere
(1336-74)—Petrarch obsessively charts and revisits the passage of
time.1 He bemoans his own temporal confusion, his preemptively
frustrated hopes for the future, and his tortured yearning for an increasingly inaccessible past, all while lamenting that his concerns
have direct and profound epistemological, amorous, and authorial
ramifications.
To give just one example of many, in “Nel dolce tempo de la prima
etade” (Rvf 23) Petrarch struggles to reconcile the person he has
become, with the person he once was: “Lasso, che son! che fui!”
(“Alas, what am I? what was I?”) (v.30; Durling 60).2 In other poems
he frequently discusses time in a rather palimpsestic manner as well:
he thematically, syntactically, and grammatically conflates distinct
temporal moments, while emphasizing how time’s pitiless course
thwarts his desires. As he repines in the sonnet “L’aspetto sacro de
la terra vostra” (Rvf 272), which maximizes the temporal valences
of “anchora” (“to anchor” and the adverbs “still,” or “again”), he is
simultaneously hunted, trapped in place, encumbered, and violently
thrashed by the constant rush of time:
La vita fugge, et non s’arresta una hora,
et la morte vien dietro a gran giornate,
et le cose presenti et le passate
mi danno guerra, et le future anchora;
e ‘l rimembrare et l’aspettar m’accora,
or quinci or quindi […] (vv. 1-6)
1 On the theme of time’s too-swift passage, Petrarch’s description of time, and Petrarch’s
recurrence to classical texts, see Adelia Noferi, L’esperienza del Petrarca ; Cecilia Gibellini, “Petrarca e le maschera degli antichi.” For a very compelling situation of the centrality
of time in Petrarch’s oeuvre, consult Teodolinda Barolini’s “The Time of His Life,” 1-4, as
well as the volume L’esperienza poetica del tempo e il tempo della storia. Studi sull’opera
di Francesco Petrarca edited by Anatole Fuksas and Carla Chiummo.
2 All citations of the original are taken from Ugo Dotti’s 2017 edition of the Canzoniere.
The English translations are my own when not attributed; otherwise, they are from Robert
Durling’s 1979 edition and translation and are indicated accordingly.
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Life flees and does not stop an hour, and Death comes after by great
stages; and present and past things make war on me, and future things
also, and remembering and expecting both weigh down my heart now on
this side, now on that […]. (Durling 450)3

Petrarch feels that time, his present qualms, his past remembrances,
and his future hopes are attacking him, concurrently, repeatedly, and
from all sides. Yet while his complex treatment of time often simultaneously brings together these distinct temporalities, he does not
handle each uniformly. Rather, Petrarch emphasizes temporal moments and the passage of time in a way that ultimately prioritizes
looking backwards.
As Petrarch writes in the Collatio laureationis, in the Secretum, and
in many of the letters that comprise his epistolary correspondence,
he values classical writers and an imagined past audience over the
presence and work of his contemporaries. Thus, he regards the classical period with “nostalgia,” in the full etymological sense of the
word. He longs to “return” home; however, the sense of loss that
nostalgia inherently carries with it is particularly acute in his case
since the refuge and sanctuary he seeks are largely irrecuperable and
can only be accessed through memory and citation. Likewise, as
Petrarch’s creative and amorous goals tinge his longing with a frustrated Orphic desire to recuperate what he has lost, his backwards
glance dramatizes the connection between his poetic identity and
3 In addition to the problematic anagnorisis staged with “Lasso, che son! che fui!,” “Nel
dolce tempo de la prima etade” (Rvf 23) also dramatizes the same temporal conflation as
does “L’aspetto sacro de la terra vostra” (Rvf 272), but with references that are even more
explicitly authorial:
Ma perche ‘l tempo e corto,
la penna al buon voler non po gir presso:
onde piu cose ne la mente scritte
vo trapassando, et sol d’alcune parlo (Rvf 23, vv.90-94)
But because time is short, my pen cannot follow closely my good will; wherefore I
pass over many things written in my mind and speak only of some, which make those
who hear them marvel (Durling 64)
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the devastating losses that he has experienced.4
Not only does Petrarch feel more secure and more appropriately
aligned with the writers of the past, frequently situating Juvenal,
Ovid, and Virgil as his literary models and charting direct genealogies from the works of authors like Augustine, Cicero, and Statius to
his own, he yearns for his classical ideal. Though he finds it problematic that all of antiquity is not unilaterally enlightened spiritually,5 he
longs to ‘return’ to his imagined classical world. At the same time,
he hopes that his name and his poetry can have a boundless futurity
and project forward, serving as a beacon of light that illuminates
and edifies the bleak, inauspicious epochs of the present and future. Aside from his desire for present and future greatness, Petrarch
problematizes these temporal concerns even further by frequently
evidencing another point of disconnect and conflicting temporalities: he grapples not just with the distance between the past and the
present, but between the present and the future—that is, between
earthly life and spiritual eternity. Thus, after first making an appeal
to antiquity, he turns his attentions rather vertiginously (and perfunctorily, I would argue) to an imagined spiritual future.6
4 For an analysis of the link between backwards glances, commemoration, and poetic
inspiration (particularly in regards to Virgil’s presentation of Orpheus in the Georgics), see
“Poetry and the Backward Glance in Virgil’s ‘Georgics’ and ‘Aeneid,’” by Monica Gale, in
which she susses out the temporal and spatial implications of looking backwards, p. 334:
“Why, then, does Orpheus look back? In part, of course, because he is overwhelmed by his
irresistible desire for Eurydice. But also, perhaps, because poets in general face backward
towards the past whence they derive their inspiration. We should bear in mind that the crucial verb respicio can mean ‘look back in time’ as well as ‘look back in space.’” See also
Thérèse Migraine-George “Specular Desires,” 226- 246.
5 Mommsen, “Petrarch’s Conception of the Dark Ages,” 227-28.
6 In her book Il progetto autobiografico delle Familiares di Petrarca, Roberta Antognini
describes Petrarch’s vacillating orientation as evidence of a nervous and bewildered hesitation between “a desire for peace and a hope for glory” “fra desiderio della pace e aspirazione alla gloria,” 221. Similarly, in “Petrarch’s Autobiography,” p. 60, Aldo Bernardo
notes that the layered but conflicting temporalities and the vacillations between classical,
worldly, and Christian glory are a frequent Petrarchan signature: […] similar moments
mark the ending of most of Petrarch’s principal works, both Latin and Italian, including
the Secretum, the Africa, the De vita solitaria, the two major collections of letters, the
Canzoniere, and the Trionfi, not to mention his Coronation Oration which defines his classical poetics. In each case we see a Petrarch who feels the pull of greatness in the classical
sense, a greatness resting on worldly glory and human renown. But in such moments we
also sense a Petrarch trying, as in the Posteritati, to moderate his stance by confessing his
Christian awareness of final things.
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In the Rvf, rather than granting him a sense of unity or strength in
numbers that allows him to connect productively with his predecessors, or that ensures his fame among his contemporaries, Petrarch’s
preference for the past creates distance and rupture. Moreover, his
obsessive retrospection confounds the purportedly future-oriented
linearity of his own authorial objectives. Consequently, this gives the
spargamos topos of scattering and fragmentation that is so prevalent
throughout his vernacular poetry a poetological function as well. Instead of solely being attributed to how he represents his fragmentary
vision of his beloved and her disparate body parts (as critics such as
Nancy Vickers and John Freccero have suggested7), fragmentation
also typifies Petrarch’s obsession with his own fragmented body and
mind.8 Indeed, it also defines the themes of dispersion and temporal
disintegration that give the moments of loss, cleavage, and disorientation frustrating his amorous and literary aspirations such a privileged position in his “scattered rhymes.”
Three prime examples of the disordered temporality that confounds
the poetic voice and reinforces his notions of the futility or vanity of
the poetic enterprise are presented quite clearly in the first and last
poems of the Rvf—in the sonnet “Voi ch’ascoltate in rime sparse il
suono,” and the canzone “Vergine bella, che di sol vestita.” They
are also fundamental to the canzone “I’vo pensando, et nel penser
m’assale,” which, in the definitive manuscript is situated as the collection’s 264th of 366 poems, and marks the thematic midpoint of the
7 See, for example, Nancy Vickers, “Diana Described: Scattered Woman and Scattered
Rhyme”; John Freccero “The Fig Tree and the Laurel: Petrarch’s Poetics”; and, Elizabeth
Cropper, “On Beautiful Women, Parmigianino, Petrarchismo, and the Vernacular Style.”
See also Thomas Greene, The Light in Troy, 114-26.
\
8 James Villas in “The Petrarchan Topos ‘Bel piede’: Generative Footsteps,” and James V.
Mirollo, in “In Praise of ‘La bella mano,’” as well as Vickers and Freccero, are among the
many critics who have emphasized the fragmentation of Laura’s body. While much attention has been granted to Petrarch’s psychological fragmentation, for example in the studies
by Giuseppe Mazzotta in The Worlds of Petrarch, Sara Sturm-Maddox in Petrarch’s Laurels, and Dino Cervigni in “The Petrarchan Lover’s Non-Dialogic and Dialogic Discourse,”
aside from Robert Durling’s “Giovane donna sotto un verde lauro,” and his “Introduction”
to Petrarch’s Lyric Poems, and Teodolinda Barolini’s “The Making of a Lyric Sequence”
the fact that Petrarch continually presents himself as both narratologically fragmented and
as just as corporally fragmented as Laura has yet to be sufficiently studied.

Quidditas 39 213

collection.9 As they constitute a triptych that investigates the importance and potential of memory, commemoration, and proper orientation, these three crucial poems dramatize the fraught relationship
between time, vanity, and Petrarch’s concerns regarding poetic success (or failure). In each poem Petrarch embraces and repudiates his
own work. He worries about his spiritual success and authorial reputation while regretting the distance and emotional imperviousness of
his beloved, and the callous disregard of the vulgar masses. As the
pitilessness of Laura and his contemporary interlocutors reinforces
his sense of isolation, Petrarch then esteems that this conflation of
trials, critical negligence, and frustrating distance from the people
to whom he wishes to be attached might cause him to be improperly
remembered after his death.
The adynata, or impossibilia topos to which Petrarch frequently returns, illustrates his nuanced understanding of time’s control over
poetic fame and greatness. Specifically, as Marianne Shapiro and
Olivia Holmes have noted,10 Petrarch frequently uses impossibilia
to describe the poetic process. In the classical texts and troubadour
poetry from which he often borrows, the use of adynaton frequently
conjures up notions of the miraculous or post-apocalyptic salvation. These are not necessarily represented as “impossibilities,” but
9 The date, and the various numerological positionings of “I’vo pensando” have been the
object of not insignificant critical attention. Ernest Wilkins, in The Making of the “Canzoniere,” for example, and in Vita del Petrarca, studies Petrarch’s efforts to structure the
collection, identifying nine separate attempts. See especially 355-84, and Durling, “Introduction,” p.8. Amending Wilkins’ emphasis on the nine various and rather arbitrarily
determined forms, in “Petrarch at the Crossroads of Hermeneutics and Philology,” Barolini
clarifies that just two forms exist, “the form copied by Boccaccio in the codex preserved as
Chigiano L V 176, and the form copied by Petrarch and Malpagini in the codex preserved
as Vaticano Latino 3195,” 39. She also elucidates the importance of the collocation of “I’vo
pensando” at the “textual ‘middle’” of the Rvf and as the 264th poem: Petrarch’s division is
a formal structure that, by generating a textual ‘middle’—in the narratological sense of in
medias res rather than in the mathematical sense (poem 264 is closer to two-thirds of the
way through the Fragmenta than to the half-way point, suggesting as a model Augustine,
who structures his Confessions so that the conversion experience occurs at roughly twothirds of the way through the text)—also has the effect of throwing into relief the willed
and constructed nature of the collection’s beginning and ending. (26) See also Barolini’s
“The Making of a Lyric Sequence,” 195-98 and Wilkins’ “The Evolution of the Canzoniere,” 419-25.
10 See Shapiro, Hieroglyph of Time, and Olivia Holmes, “Petrarch and his Vernacular
Lyric Predecessors,” 154-66.
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as miracles that often come about through divine intervention or
because of the prodigious abilities of an extraordinary poet.11 Yet,
instead of describing his success despite the odds and his ability to
achieve the impossible, Petrarch uses adynata to denote both the
challenges that he continually faces and his ultimate defeat.
In sonnet 239, “Là ver’ l’aurora, che sí dolce l’aura” for example,
he articulates his desire to soften Laura’s resolve through adynata,
commenting dolefully that winter will become spring before love
will bloom in her heart, especially since she cares not for his poetry:
Ma pria fia ‘l verno la stagion de’ fiori,
ch’amor fiorisca in quella nobil alma,
che non curo gia mai rime ne versi. (vv. 10-12)
But winter will be the season of flowers
Before love flowers in that noble soul
That never cared for rhymes or verses. (Durling 398)

He then cites the challenge of filling daylight with stars, putting the
lush verdure of youth back on fallen leaves, and gathering fleeting
breezes in a net. He also uses adynata to extoll the power of poetry
to transform the natural world:
Nulla al mondo è che non possano i versi;
et li aspidi incantar sanno in lor note,
nonché ‘l gielo adornar con novi fiori. (Rvf 239, vv. 28-30)
There is nothing in the world that cannot be done by verses, they know how
to enchant asps with their notes, not to speak of adorning the frost with new
flowers. (Durling 400)

Subsequently, however, his descriptions showcase his thwarted attempts to enamor his beloved, and he settles on a list of impossible
feats in the sestina’s congedo. After first recounting an attempt to
11 As Caron Cioffi specifies in her discussion of the adynaton in English texts (see “Criseyde’s Oaths of Love,” 524), there is typically no seamless connection between adynata
and the marvelous. “The adynaton assumes that something cannot happen’ the marvelous
refers to something which is thought to be impossible but which actually happens nonetheless.”
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hunt the dawn with a stumbling ox (“et col bue zoppo andrem cacciando l’aura” [“we shall go with a lame ox hunting the breeze”]
[Rvf 239, v.36; Durling 400]), he proffers a series of impossibilia
used pessimistically to underscore his beloved’s imperviousness:
In rete accolgo l’aura, e ‘n ghiaccio i fiori,
e ‘n versi tento sorda et rigida alma,
che né forza d’Amor prezza né note. (Rvf 239, vv. 37-39)
In a net I catch the breeze and on ice flowers,
And in verses I woo a deaf and rigid soul
Who esteems neither the power of Love nor his notes. (Durling 400)

Petrarch continually attempts the impossible, but while other lovers
might be persuaded, he remains unable to move his beloved.
Therefore, it can be said that Petrarch’s usage of adynata underscores
his poetic failure. In sonnet 212, “Beato in sogno et di languir contento,” he describes how he attempts to grasp and chase intangible
things as he lunges after shadows and the summer air. He crosses a
sea that is boundless and shoreless; he carves apart waves; he builds
upon sand; borrowing from a challenge often favored by troubadours, he writes on the wind; and, finally, he attempts to wrangle
another stumbling ox in order to pursue a fleeing, far swifter deer:
Beato in sogno et di languir contento,
d’abbracciar l’ombre et seguir l’aura estiva,
nuoto per mar che non a fondo o riva,
solco onde, e ‘n rena fondo, et scrivo in vento;
[…]
et una cerva errante et fugitiva
caccio con un bue zoppo e ‘nfermo et lento. (Rvf 212, vv.1-4,

7-8)

Blessed in sleep and satisfied to languish, to embrace shadows, and to
pursue the summer breeze, I swim through a sea that has no floor or
shore, I plow the waves and found my house on sand and write on the
wind; […] and I pursue a wandering, fleeing doe with a lame, sick, slow
ox. (Durling 366)

Yet rather than a confident account of prodigious exploits attempted and achieved, Petrarch parenthetically encloses his adynata in
negative commentary that undermines any potential success. De-
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spite claiming to be “blessed” and happy in the sonnet’s first verse,
Petrarch admits that he suffers and is only able to find solace in
the oneiric world. After his list of extraordinary deeds, the sonnet’s
tercets then create an even more pessimistic tone and Petrarch admits that he is entirely consumed by his fatal love. He is “blind and
tired,” and rather than a poetic miracle, his work has been a tantalizing, consuming, and “burdensome, long struggle” that leaves him
only with “tears, and sighs, and pain.”12
Instead of insisting on his originality and poetic prowess in order to
convince readers of his extraordinary creative skills and the wondrous singularity of his love, as traditional usages of adynata do,
in many of Petrarch’s other poems impossibilia share the far more
literal valence that is portrayed in poems 212 and 239. Petrarch still
recurs to hyperbole, but he utilizes the device to signal the challenges that he is not able to overcome rather than his prodigious success.
As such, since what is impossible remains unachieved and does not
come to fruition in the Rvf, Petrarch’s loving subject fails—he is
ultimately depicted as irremediably bound to an oppressive desire
and powerless to alter the course of events. To this end, he situates
adynata as unfortunate proof of the trials of love that frustrate and
confound his desires. They represent the impossible commemorative and artistic tasks he is not able to fulfill, and the elusive desired
objective that he is not able to obtain.
In other words, not only does Petrarch’s recurrent use of impossibilia dramatize the failures and powerlessness of the poetic voice qua
lover, it also reveals a certain poetic failure. By drawing attention
to what cannot be achieved or what cannot be obtained, Petrarch
insists upon the necessary connection of memory and commemoration, each of which reflexively validate and reinforce his poetry; yet
he also acknowledges the impossibility of securing both. It is this
12 Cieco et stanco ad ogni altro ch’al mio danno
il qual di et notte palpitando cerco,
sol Amor et madonna, et Morte, chiamo.
Cosi venti anni, grave et lungo affanno,
pur lagrime et sospiri et dolor merco:
in tale stella presi l’esca et l’amo. (Rvf 212, vv.9-14)
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impossible yet tantalizing challenge that subsequently shrouds the
Rvf in a marked pessimism and a “powerful sense of catastrophe.”13
Moreover, by describing the poetic process as an attempt to grasp
an intangible and elusive ‘wind’ that metaphorizes approval and the
promise of fame, Petrarch frustrates his own desire for posterity by
looking in the wrong direction and to people who have passed. He
acknowledges that a change of strategy and orientation is necessary
in order to achieve poetic greatness, and announces that instead of
continuing to nurture his obsession with the memory of things past,
he will turn his time and attentions irrevocably towards the future.
Then, wracked with guilt over his indulgent desire for artistic posterity, he trades his literary objectives for spiritual ones. This is, at
least, what he claims to do in the opening sonnet “Voi ch’ascoltate in
rime sparse il suono” (Rvf 1) and in the final canzone “Vergine bella,
che di sol vestita” (Rvf 366).
In both of these poems Petrarch denigrates his own poetic production in an anxious yet defensive stance that details the great lengths
to which he will go to supposedly distance himself from the early
fault of falling in love—as he puts it elsewhere, from the “fera voglia che per mio mal crebbe” (the fierce desire that grew because
of my suffering) (Rvf 23, v3), and from the work that cannot bring
himself to definitively abandon. Although Petrarch insists that being
at the end of his life makes him eager to correct his wayward ways
before time runs out, he remains shamefully aware of pleasing his
audience and ensuring the positive reception of his poetry for generations to come. This preoccupation with both his spiritual reputation and his public repute undermines the sincerity of his insistence
upon redirection.
In the opening sonnet “Voi ch’ascoltate,” which has a proemial function, as Petrarch implores his audience for benevolence, he presents
his obsessive concerns with vanity and squandered time. He regrets
the moments he wasted during his misguided attempts to nourish his
heart with the very same tortured sighs that stemmed from his early,
terrific transgression:
13 Shapiro, Hieroglyph of Time, 71.
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Voi ch’ascoltate in rime sparse il suono
di quei sospiri ond’io nudriva ‘l core
in sul mio primo giovenile errore
quand’era in parte altr’uom da quel ch’i’ sono, (Rvf 1, vv. 1-4)
You who hear in scattered rhymes the sound of those sighs with which
I nourished my heart during my first youthful error, when I was in part
another man from what I am now. (Durling 36)

Underscoring the vain egocentrism of his desires and his ineffective
words, both of which are subsumed by his amorous objectives, Petrarch confesses that his poetic efforts consist of “vane speranze e ‘l
van dolore” (vain hopes and futile suffering), and he hopes that his
audience can be moved to overlook the shameful origin of his love
and the problematic nature of his poetry.
In many of his subsequent poems Petrarch details how he views
the vanity of his hopes and the gratuitousness of his pain as directly linked to the problematic temporal consequences of his poetic
efforts. The expression of his desires only offers paltry and tardy
comfort, he explains, and not only does suffering consume all of
his time—which he quantifies as “gli anni, e i giorni, et l’ore” “de’
miei martiri,” (the years, and the days, and the hours of my suffering) (Rvf 12, vv. 11, 10)—time remains inimical and staunchly
“contrary” to his wishes. Pointing to a moment of self-recognition
that causes him great shame as a mature poet “now” reflecting back
on the flawed ways of his youth, Petrarch is highly cognizant of the
risks to his fame and reputation. As such, he recognizes his inability
to harness the passage of time and reroute his many years of error to
his advantage. Time has been a perverse but continual witness to his
suffering, as it controverts his desires by continuing to hurtle past,
offering him only the trivial and delayed succor of “tardi sospiri,” or
“belated sighs.”14
14 See, for example, “Se la mia vita da l’aspro tormento” (Rvf 12):
[…] vi discovrirò de’ miei martiri
qua’ sono stati gli anni, e i giorni, et l’ore;
et se ‘l tempo è contrario ai be’ desire,
non fia ch’ almeno non giunga al mio dolore
alcun soccorso di tardi sospiri. (vv. 10-14)
[…] I shall disclose to you what have been the years and the days and the hours of my
sufferings; and if time is hostile to my sweet desires, at least it will not prevent my
sorrow from receiving some little help of tardy sighs. (Durling 46)
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Since time cannot grant him any advantage, and since he ostensibly
no longer finds himself blinded and bound by his problematic love,
Petrarch uses language that maximizes the Christological potential
of the vanitas topos, claiming, again, that he can “now” see how
his actions have been shameful and misguided: “Ma ben veggio or
sì come al popol tutto / favola fui gran tempo, onde sovente / di me
medesmo meco mi vergogno” (“But now I see well how for a long
time I was the talk of the crowd, for which often I am ashamed of
myself within.”) (Rvf 1, 9-11; Durling 36). He admits that shame and
regret have led him to seek both “pity” and “pardon.” In turn, this
epistemological anagnorisis makes him realize how shameful his
amorous and poetic dalliances were (“et del mio vaneggiar vergogna
è ‘l frutto” [and shame is the fruit of my raving]) (Rvf 1, v.12)—
particularly given that these deviating desires captured his attention
for so long, effectively wasting the greater part of his life.15
Rather than having been focused on earthly attachments that would
never endure or withstand time even if his relationship with his beloved Laura had been reciprocal, Petrarch admits that he should
have turned his attentions to matters of a loftier nature. Instead,
even the “vario stile,” or “varied style” of his poetry is suggestive of
dispersal and fragmentation. Furthermore, the many years he spent
oriented improperly and his belated realization that the only “fruit”
of his poetry and earthly love, is shame, regret, and more lost time
reinforces the principles of vanity that circumscribe his poetry. They
also underscore his tardy realization that not only has he indulged
his desires too much, he has also been too vain, time is too short, and
earthly things far are too fleeting.
15 Much work remains to be done on questions regarding Petrarch’s authorial voice and
the process of self-fashioning and recognition that reach climactic turns in his first and last
poems, and of course, in “I’vo pensando” (Rvf 264) and the cluster of poems that directly
laments Laura’s death and Petrarch’s response to it. While Thomas Hyde in The Poetic
Theology of Love: Cupid in Renaissance Literature, p.81, identifies the moment of anagnorisis for poets like Petrarch and Dante as one born of “the dissociation between love as an
experience and Love as a god,” Terence Cave’s nuanced discussion of the reception history
of Aristotle’s theory of anagnorisis in Recognitions: A Study in Poetics, is also helpful.
Especially given the alleged spiritual and moral centrality of the moments of recognition
that Petrarch presents in the first sonnet and last canzone, the purposeful ambiguity that
shrouds the scenes of apparent recognition, acceptance, and correction undermine what he
situates as a climactic, stunning realization. The fact that the opening and closing poems
each portray this recognition does not create greater reliability but rather undermines belief
in the poet’s genuine response by doubling an event that should necessarily be singular.
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This technique of anchoring his poetry in a discourse of shame, attempting to mitigate guilt by putting forth an exculpation that promotes the abandonment of earthly things and seeks absolution for an
improper and even deleterious expenditure of time, aligns with the
hagiographical and confessional texts that Petrarch frequently cites
in his Latin works. Not only does he situate these works or their
authors as his direct interlocutors, their description of the felicitous
advantages of spiritual redirection—as he insists in the Secretum or
“The Ascent of Mont Ventoux,” for example—supposedly motivate
his own desire for transformation.
Spiritual redirection and the opportunity to rehabilitate his otherwise futile experience is also the main argument Petrarch puts forth
in the Rvf’s final poem, “Vergine bella, che di sol vestita.” “Vergine
bella” is a eulogistic canzone in which Petrarch appeals to the Virgin
Mary, imploring her to intercede on his behalf, and to redirect and
guide him down a more favorable path:
Vergine dolce et pia,
[…]
Con le ginocchia de la mente inchine
Prego che sia mia scorta
Et la mia torta via drizzi a buon fine. (Rvf 366, vv.

61, 63-65)

With the knees of my mind bent, I beg you to be my guide and to direct
my twisted path to good end. (Durling 579)

Replacing the deviating bewitchment of Laura with the succor the
Virgin Mary represents, the Virgin is the “true bringer of happiness” (Durling 578). Moreover, replacing Laura’s fragmentary nature with her integral and intact strength, the Virgin is described as
“d’ogni parte intera” (whole in every part) and “stabile in eterno”
(stable for eternity). As all of the poet’s hopes are buoyed by her
generosity and empathy towards him, she serves as a “referigio al
cieco ardor ch’avampa” (“relief from the blind ardor that flames
here”) (Rvf 366, v.20; Durling 576). By stating that the pleasures of
‘survival’ through eternal life that the Virgin offers far surpass his
vain desire for his poetry and name to endure in the mortal world,
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the poet moves from “yearning” to “peace,” regretting, as he does,
his “secol pien d’errori oscuri et folti” (century full of dark and
thorny errors) and his own flawed, human ways (Rvf 366, v.44).
As such, throughout the entire canzone Petrarch entreats the Virgin
Mary both directly and repeatedly. He does so rather than turning to
Laura, the earthly woman who has inspired his poetry and suffering for so long. Indeed, deigning not to mention her outright, as if
in a performative attempt to accentuate the distance between them,
in “Vergine bella” Petrarch refers to Laura only obliquely. To demonstrate how she is fully decentered from his thoughts, sight, and
language, he refers to her only with the hostile periphrasis “Medusa et l’error mio” (“Medusa and my error) (Rvf 366, v.111), and
with metaphors of mud, dust, and dirt to underscore her corruptible anchorage and the caducity of her body.16 Refusing to name
Laura directly and calling her “Medusa” also dramatizes Petrarch’s
problematic scopophilia and the bewitchment and deviation that the
sight of Laura has caused him. This treatment, of course, is in stark
contrast to the hyperdulia that he proffers to the Virgin Mary—to his
unwavering, upturned gaze and repeated, deferential invocation of
her name. Juxtaposing his new devotion to his past sins, the Virgin
is the “cosa gentile” in whom, as he says, he puts “tutta la mia speranza” or “all of his hopes” (Rvf 366, v.105). While the Virgin thus
represents eternity, success, and limitless love, the stark contrast she
bears to Laura’s distance, degradation, and untouchability emphasizes once more, her harsh rejection of the suffering poet and his ultimately fruitless, dangerous, and entirely deviating earthly desires.
Petrarch attempts to show how he has extricated himself from Laura’s snares by describing how his transformed values and “cangiati
16 This corresponds of course, to the oneiric dialogic poem, “Quando il soave mio fido
conforto” (Rvf 359). After reminding the poet that death allowed her to leave behind the
shackles of earthly misery and “come to a better life,” Laura, in a gesture that anticipates
the succor Petrarch ultimately requests from the Virgin Mary, enjoins the poet to abandon
his “dolci […] fallaci ciance” (sweet deceptive babbling) and reorient himself towards
heavenly life. More than removed or immaterial, he should regard her corporeal presence
and what her body mean to him as fully inconsequential, and all the more so upon her
death: “Spirito ignudo sono e ‘n Ciel mi godo; /quel che tu cerchi è terra già molt’anni”
(“I am a naked spirit, and I rejoice in Heaven: what you seek has been dust for many years
now”) (Rvf 359, v. 60-61; Durling 558).
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desiri” (changed desires) have readied him for the Virgin’s timely
arbitration on his behalf. He evokes the laborious personal and spiritual transformation he claims he has undergone in the first sonnet
of the Rvf, and also insists on his deepening understanding of the
temporal constraints that will limit his life. Since he has no rudder,
has not yet been “saved,” and is dangerously close to his final cries,
Petrarch regards his impending death as an opportunity to beg the
Virgin for guidance:
Pon mente in che terribile procella
I’mi ritrovo sol, senza governo,
Et ò già da vicin l’ultime strida. (Rvf 366, vv.69-71)
see in what a terrible storm I am, alone, without a tiller, and I am close to
the last screams. (Durling 580)

Given his supposed distance from Laura, the Virgin becomes the
only lodestar than can guide him through the tempestuous sea of his
experience (“di questo tempestoso mare stella” (Rvf 366, v.67). It
is only her guidance that will allow him to find safety in a secured
port, only her mediation that will concretize his transformation. Her
benevolence, he insists, will allow him to “sanctify,” and “purge”
his “thoughts, wit, and style.”
With his plea to distance himself from his “error” and trade his indulgent, “insane” cries for “devout weeping,” and “holy repentant
tears”—“Vergine, quante lagrime ò già sparte, / quante lusinghe et
quanti preghi indarno,” (“Virgin, how many tears have I already
scattered, how many pleadings, and how many prayers in vain”)
(Rvf 366, vv.79-80; Durling 580)— Petrarch rearticulates his need
for purification in a climactic moment towards the conclusion of his
lengthy appeal for intercession and peace. His need for correction
and redirection is immediate, he repeatedly insists, because his days
have gone by “swifter than an arrow,” and because he feels that he
must be close to death: “et sol Morte n’aspetta” (and only death
awaits) (Rvf 366, vv.89, 91). Indeed, wondering how the same individual can love the Virgin so ardently with the very same heart that
was previously so devoted to the “terrestro limo,” or “earthly mud”
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that Laura represents, he begs the Virgin to understand how shamefully and deeply he was mired in worldly muck, and implores her to
therefore treat him with even greater mercy:
Vergine umana e nemica d’orgoglio:
[…]
miserere d’un cor contrito umile;
ché se poca mortal terra caduca
amar con sì mirabil fede soglio,
che devrò far di te, cosa gentile? (Rvf 366, vv.118, 120-23)
Kindly Virgin, enemy of pride, […] have mercy on a contrite and humble
heart; for if I am wont to love with such marvelous faith a bit of deciduous mortal dust, how will I love you, a noble thing? (Durling 582)

Yet the way in which Petrarch articulates the Virgin’s intercession
in this final poem of the Rvf is quite telling because it shows that
Petrarch is not solely seeking a purgation of spirit, nor merely requesting a cleansing of abstract ills. Though slightly veiled, and despite his confession that the machine of time that ruthlessly “runs”
and “flies away,’ makes him even surer of his need for quick salvation, Petrarch continues to make reference to the writing process
that exacerbated his deviation and problematic expenditure of time
in the first place. He understands the Virgin’s salvific arbitration as
an intercession that will not only save his soul, but also cleanse, purify, and rehabilitate the deadly material to which he consecrated so
much of his time and his life.
For example, by begging the Virgin to allow him to “rise from [his]
wretched and vile state, and consecrate and cleanse his “thoughts,
ingenuity, and style,” Petrarch claims that he wants to be freed from
his deviating poetry and given the better direction that will lead him
to peace, as we have just seen. Indeed, in the canzone’s opening
invocation of the Virgin, Petrarch asks her to “soccorri a la [sua]
guerra” (to give succor to [his] war) (Rvf 366, v.12); he wants her to
bring to an end the time he has spent wandering and suffering. He
then enjoins her to act swiftly: “Vergine sacra et alma, / non tardar”
(Rvf 366, vv.87-88), while the conclusion of the poem also emphasizes the swift passage of time and the immediate need for new direction in order to obtain peace.
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Scorgimi al miglior guado
et prendi in grado i cangiati desire or keep/reinsert these
[…]
Il dì s’appressa et non pote esser lunge,
sì corre il tempo e vola,
[…]
e ‘l cor or conscienzia or morte punge:
raccomandami al tuo Figliuol, verace
omo et verace Dio,
ch’accolga ‘l mio spirto ultimo in pace. (Rvf 366, vv.129-32, 134-37)
Lead me to the better crossing and accept my changed desires. The day
draws near and cannot be far, time so runs and flies, single, sole Virgin;
and now conscience, now death pierces my heart: commend me to your
Son, true man and true God, that He may receive my last breath in peace.
(Durling 582)

Yet, although Petrarch begs to be thus healed and insists that he has
“a penitent heart,” the fact that he is still concerned with the writing process suggests that his desires are neither as “changed” nor as
pure as he proclaims them to be. Indeed, even though he couches it
in dramatic professions of religiosity, Petrarch’s preoccupation with
the writing process betrays his unslakable obsession with the very
rime that he claims have brought him such dishonor, and which only
continue to mark the error of his ways.
Understood in this light, the question Petrarch poses to the Virgin
when he wonders how, having loved “mortal dust,” he can also love
her (“ché se poca mortal terra caduca…,” etc.,) becomes thornier
than it originally appears. Rather than simply considering the benefits of his reinvigorated love for the Virgin and the better orientation that allows him to leave behind the inherently perilous state (the
“dubbio stato”) that earthly love represents, Petrarch’s “che devrò
far di te, cosa gentile?” (“how will I love you, a noble thing?”) (Rvf
366, v.123; Durling 582) exposes his continued poetological anchoring. That is, when Petrarch asks the Virgin to imagine what he can
offer her, he presents himself as more egocentric than contrite; he
becomes all the more prideful given that he has just described her
as the “nemica d’orgoglio” (the enemy of pride), yet he still dares to
pose this question.
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Petrarch’s ardent appeal for the Virgin’s intercession and his concerns regarding how he will portray her again reveal his attachment
to mortal things and take on a very pessimistic note, particularly
when one considers the temporal parameters that are motivating his
pleas. For example, in “Nel dolce tempo de la prima etade” (Rvf
23), Petrarch posits that how one’s life ends carries more weight
than how it was lived: “La vita el fin, e ‘l di loda la sera” (v.31).
This prioritization of endings comes right after he questions “Lasso,
che son? che fui?” (Alas, what am I? what was I?) (Rvf. 23, v.30),
which highlights the correlation between the passage of time, his
epistemological doubts, and his awareness that he will continue to
sin if allotted the time. By ignoring the Virgin’s allegiances and taking her clemency and his salvation for granted in “Vergine bella”
therefore, Petrarch betrays his own claims of penitence and his supposed desire to be redirected towards the Virgin, in a question that
therefore becomes far vainer and more self-centered than repentant,
humble, or grateful. He is aware that he is not well-suited for loving
the Virgin after all, as he stills remains naturally and more firmly
inclined towards Laura. It is not contrition, but only time and his
impending death that will put an end to his deviating poetry and
deviant desires:
Il dì s’appressa et non pote esser lunge,
sì corre il tempo e vola,
[…]
e ‘l cor or conscienzia or morte punge:
raccomandami al tuo Figliuol, verace
omo et verace Dio,
ch’accolga ‘l mio spirto ultimo in pace. (Rvf 366, vv.131-32, 134-37)
Lead me to the better crossing and accept my changed desires. The day
draws near and cannot be far, time so runs and flies, single, sole Virgin;
and now conscience, now death pierces my heart: commend me to your
Son, true man and true God, that He may receive my last breath in peace.
(Durling 582)

Although Petrarch presents himself as ashamed in the Rvf’s first
poem—begging for “pietà” despite the “dolce suono” of his poetry—in this last poem of the Rvf, he continues to be assailed by the
very same temporal and authorial preoccupations that opened his
collection. He worries about his own vanity, the vanity of his work,
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and the transient, fleeting, and problematic distractions of his “breve
sogno”—“the brief dream” that life represents.
In the interstitial canzone “I’vo pensando,” which is placed in the Rvf
just a few poems before the enamored poet announces the depths of
sadness and despair into which the death of his beloved has plunged
him (which he recounts in poems 267-68 in particular17), Petrarch
suggests that he has found a new objective and a better orientation.
He is aware, at the very least, that the better moral, ethical, and
spiritually propitious options he mentions in the Rvf’s opening and
closing poems do exist. Nevertheless, despite being able to see his
situation clearly and despite understanding the danger of his profane
love, neither in practice nor in poetry can he resist the temptation
and indulgence that the “early error” to which he has attached his
soul requires.
The uncertainty and nervous hesitation of the poet attempting to
chart a stable trajectory for himself as he “goes thinking” features a
discussion of “poor choices,” as the poet meditates on the errancy
and error so prevalent in the Rvf. Moreover, recalling the proemial
sonnet’s confession of deviance, temporal dissonance, and poorly
wrought maturation, in “I’vo’ pensando,” the nostalgic obsession
with time gone by, the tricky valorization of a fleeting object of desire monumentalized in verse, and the trepidation before an indulgent and ultimately fruitless pursuit are situated as hindrances to
proper orientation that frustrate trajectory, abuse time, and spur vanity. The lesson is difficult yet clear: Petrarch must choose what he
wishes to possess properly, while on the right path, and at the right
moment in time. Nor should he vacillate or falter once his choice
has been made.
17 With the repetition of “oimè” five times in the first stanza and once in the second, sonnet 267, “Oimè il bel viso, oimè il soave sguardo,” reads like a dirge:
Oime il bel viso, oime il soave sguardo,
oime il leggiadro portamento altero;
oime il parlar ch’ogni aspro ingegno et fero
facevi humile, ed ogni huom vil gagliardo!
et oime il dolce riso, onde uscio ‘l dardo
di che morte, altro bene omai non spero: (vv. 1-6)
Alas the lovely face, alas the gentle glance, alas the proud, carefree baring! Alas the
speech that made every harsh or savage mind humble and every base man valiant!
Alas the sweet smile whence came forth the dart […]. (Durling 436)
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Given its didactic subtext, “I’vo pensando” offers a telling example
of this orientation towards the past and use of adynata when Petrarch
turns away from religious salvation, away from his contemporaries,
and towards antiquity. Instead of entreating his contemporaries and
his future audience to remember him, as his desire for commemoration would suggest, Petrarch curiously distances himself from the
very audience that would be able to remember his work after his
death. He directs his gaze backwards, ardently seeking approval and
validation from the long-dead classical authors he values greatly,
imagining what would happen “se ‘l latino e l’greco / parlan di me
dopo la morte” (“if the Latins and the Greeks talk of me after my
death”) (Rvf. 264, vv.68-69; Durling 438).
This is a pivotal moment in the Rvf, because Petrarch accentuates his
awareness of the futility of turning to the Romans and the Greeks by
coupling his impossible desire for recognition from them with adynata and a description of failed seizure that has an important literary
intertext. By describing the Romans’ and Greeks’ remembrance of
him as a “vento,” or “wind,” Petrarch recalls a frequent troubadouric
commonplace—that of lovers being dependent upon the wind for
the activation and validation of their message. Unless lovers possess
the otherworldly ability to master and control the wind, they remain
beholden to the wind’s power and clemency in order for news to be
spread of their passions and devotion, and in order for their name
and words to be transmitted directly to their beloved. One might
think, in particular, of the famous envoi of the troubadour Arnaut
Daniel, who, in his canso “En cest sonnet coind’e leri,” combines
his attempts to prove his “trop voler” or excessive desire to his beloved, by detailing his extraordinary poetic talents and his unique
dominance over the wind :
Ieu sui Arnautz q’amas l’aura

e chatz la lebre ab lo bou
e nadi contra suberna. (vv. 43-45)18
I am Arnaut who gathers the breeze
and hunts the hare with the ox
and swims against the current.
18 Daniel, Canzoni, ed. Toja, 274.
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Exalting his ability to firmly grasp air and catch a small fast creature with a heavy, sluggish one all while swimming upstream, the
adynata Arnaut uses validate the importance of his poetry by showing his miraculous mastery of impossible feats. Similarly, Petrarch
wants to grasp the intangible and elusive “vento” metaphorizing approval, success and the endurance of his fame, �����������������������
yet��������������������
his efforts for duration and desire for posterity are frustrated by looking in the wrong
direction and to people who are long dead. He claims to recognize
the failure of his enterprise and acknowledge that a change of strategy and orientation is necessary, which contributes to his penitential
stance and desire for reorientation:
che, vedendo ogni giorno il fin piu presso,
mille fiate o chieste a Dio quell’ale
co le quai del mortale
carcer nostro intelletto al ciel si leva. (Rvf 264, vv.5-8)
for seeing every day the end coming near, a thousand times I have
asked God for those wings with which our intellect raises itself from
this mortal prison to Heaven. (Durling 426)

Instead of continuing to nurture his obsession with things past, he
insists that with the help of the Virgin’s timely intercession he will
succeed in turning his time and attentions towards “the truth.”
However, despite his supposedly heavenly aspirations, Petrarch
cannot avoid worrying that both he and the literary and amorous
efforts that his thoughts represent will be forgotten or “buried” with
his death: “temo ch’un sepolcro ambeduo chiuda” (I fear that one
grave will swallow both of us) (Rvf 264, v.65). This further incites
Petrarch’s desire for commemoration, yet, given the temporal distance that separates him and the classical authors, his efforts are
proleptically thwarted by a certain vanity once again: he is seeking what amounts to an impossible recognition and an impossible
validation. His “se ‘l latino e l’greco / parlan di me dopo la morte, e
un vento” (“if the Latins and the Greeks talk of me after my death,
that is a wind”) (Rvf 264, vv.68-69; Durling 428)” betrays the futility of his desire for recognition and validation all the more, since if
they are indeed able to “talk” about him, it is only “un vento,” and
nothing else. Ultimately, it is Petrarch’s realization that their speech
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cannot bring him lasting fame, and his awareness that while their
words have lived on they are enshrined in a darkness, which, akin to
the literary and spiritual darkness he fears, seems to catalyze his turn
towards salvation. As he confesses,
ond’io, perché pavento
adunar sempre quel ch’un’ora sgombre,
vorrei ‘l ver abbracciar, lassando l’ombre. (Rvf 264, vv.68)
“therefore, since I fear to be always gathering what one hour will scatter,
I wish to embrace the truth, to abandon shadows.” (Durling 428)

Although he makes a series of protestations that superficially suggest his newfound religiosity, Petrarch continually reiterates his
desire for seizure, his wish to harness the wind, the difficulty of
the enterprise, and the “bad habit” that controls his ‘corrupted’ will
since “il mal costume oltre la spigne” (“its bad habit drives it further”) (Rvf 265, v.105; Durling 430). It is clear, therefore, that the
mode by which “I’vo pensando” operates favors the return to a classical past. Petrarch represents this turn in his famous letter 4.1 from
the Familiares, which narrates his ascension of Mont Ventoux. By
situating his ascent as indicative of a new vantage point, understood
both literally and figuratively, Mont Ventoux provides the propitious
backdrop for Petrarch’s confession of moral profligacy, errancy, and
poor use of time, while impugning the troubled hermeneutic core of
his love. Indeed, Petrarch lays bare his difficulty deciding whether
or not he should nurture his early love since his passion is indeed
so deranging, frustrating, and devastating. He also admits his confusion regarding even the type of love he feels for Laura, given its
destructive wake and the irremediable pull that distances him from
the salvific Christian potential he claims so ardently to desire:
Quod amare solebam, iam non amo: mentior: amo ; sed verecundius,
sed tristius. Iam tandem verum dixi. Sic est enim: amo, sed quod non
amare amem, quod odisse cupiam; amo tamen, sed invitus, sed coactus,
sed mestus et lugens, et in me ipso versiculi illius amosissimi sententiam
miser experior: Odero, si potero; si non, invitus amabo.19
19 Petrarch, De Rebus Familiaribus, (IV.i), 198.
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What I used to love, I love no longer. But I lie: I love it still, but less passionately. Again have I lied: I love it, but more timidly, more sadly. Now
at last I have told the truth; for thus it is: I love, but what I should love not
to love, what I should wish to hate. Nevertheless I love it, but against my
will, under compulsion and in sorrow and mourning. To my own misfortune I experience in myself now the meaning of that most famous line:
“Hate I shall, if I can; if I can’t, I shall love though not willing.”20

Tellingly, in addition to modelling the Augustinian weakness of the
will,21 and to explicitly situating his ascent within a classical framework that goes back and forth between citations of ancient texts, a
confessional commentary, and biblical references, Petrarch displays
his initial vacillation between classical and contemporary settings,
between literary and amorous objectives, and between humanistic
and spiritual registers, to again highlight his decisive turn towards a
paradoxically comforting yet irrecuperable past.22
20 Petrarch, “The Ascent of Mount Ventoux,” 42.
21 Petrarch’s reliance upon and renegotiation of Augustine is the matter of a much larger and important debate. See, especially Barolini, “Petrarch at the Crossroads,” 26-27;
Wilkins, “On Petrarch’s Ad Seipsum and I’vo Pensando,” 88-91. In “Petrarcas Augustinismus und die Ecriture der Ventoux-Epistel,” p.51, Andreas Kablitz calls Petrarch’s inclination towards sin despite his recognition of the sin “das typisch Augustinische Konzept
der Schwäche des perversen Willens, der wider besseres Wissen das als solches erkannte
Unrecht geschehen lassen muß.” (the typical Augustinian concept of the weakness of the
perverse will, which, contrary to better judgment, must allow the wrong recognized as such
to take place).
22 Although Petrarch is frequently recognized as a poet of contradiction, as a thinker
whose Weltanschauung is defined by binary relationships whose poles are constantly renegotiated, many critics, such as Carolyn Chiapelli, read the Ascent of Mont Ventoux and
Petrarch’s comments in the Secretum as evidence of a definitive move towards conversion,
an acknowledgement “that although he may wander in uncertain ways, he knows that there
is One Way to eternal peace.” Chiapelli, “The Motif of Confession in Petrarch’s ‘Mt. Ventoux,” 131. Others, like Giuseppe Billanovich, Robert Durling, Bortolo Martinelli, Ross
Knecht, and Carlo Segrè, maintain that the appearance of conversion models something
else entirely, from an allegorical strategy, a philosophical argument, and a “hermeneutic
story” that is “at once a narration and a conversion” (Martinelli 57, translation mine) to a
self-interrogation or artificial “charade,” in which Petrarch ostentatiously showcases his
profound engagement with literary models. See, for example Billanovich’s Petrarca e il
Ventoso, 193-95; Durling’s “Il Petrarca, il Ventoso e la possibilità dell’allegoria”; Martinelli’s “Petrarca e l’epistola del Ventoso,” and Segrè’s “Il Secretum del Petrarca e le Confessioni di Sant’Agostino.” I follow Donald Beecher in “Petrarch’s ‘Conversion’ on Mont
Ventoux and the Patterns of Religious Experience,” who explains that Petrarch operates by
“incorporating the schema of conversion into the momentary fluxions of life whereby the
best of both worlds might form a kind of dyad between the vita contemplativa and the vita
activa.” This fraught relationship then manifests itself in the apposition between Petrarch’s
acknowledgment of his religious-oriented duty to spiritualize the mind in keeping with
Christian tradition” and his “deeply-held commitment to the worlds of erotic desire, statesmanship and fame,” p.69. However, I read Petrarch’s paradoxical orientation even more
explicitly—as an intentional dramatization of his hesitation and the vacillating desires that
simultaneously models an alignment with conversion narratives and a preference for the
rhetorical strategies that undermine them.
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Undermining the distance he claims to want to put between himself
and the object of his poetry and affections, in “The Ascent of Mont
Ventoux” Petrarch expresses his bewilderment upon realizing that
he cannot redirect his amorous attentions by suggestively quoting
Ovid’s “Odero, si potero; si non, invitus amabo,” (“Hate I shall, if I
can; if I can’t, I shall love though not willing,” as Hans Nachod offers in his translation, or “I will hate if I am able to; if not, I will love
against my will” as I see it) from Book III of the Amores (11.35).23
Ovid’s quote itself hearkens back to Catullus’ “Odi et amo” (I hate
and I love, or I loathe and I lust24) from Carmina 85, wherein the late
Latin poet describes the starkly conflicting feelings born of the torturous snare of love.25 As seen in “I’vo pensando,” by circumscribing the spiritual transformation he gestures towards in “The Ascent
of Mont Ventoux” in this fashion, Petrarch is anchoring his admission of uncontrollable desires to classical intertexts that detract from
and weaken his earlier claims of craving liberation and salvation.
Throughout I’vo pensando,” for example, Petrarch repeats words
that emphasize grasping and attempting to cling to what he desires
(“prendi, […] “prendi,” and “stringilo or che puoi”—essentially,
“seize it” or “grab on,” and “cling to it now, while you can”). Even
23 As L.P. Wilkinson suggests in Ovid Recalled, p.32, Ovid’s Amores III can be read as a
“rhetorical expansion of Catullus’ Odi et amo.”
24 Catullus’ elegiac couplet reads: “Odi et amo. quare id faciam fortasse requiris? / nescio,
sed fieri sentio et excrucior” (I hate and I love. Perhaps you ask why I do this? I do not
know, but I feel it happening, and I am tormented) (vv. 1-2, 94). In “The Meaning of ‘Odi et
amo’ in Catullus 85,” Brian Arkins take rightful umbrage with the lack of nuance that “odi
et amo” are commonly given. While I disagree with Arkins that the translation “I hate and
I love” is “wrong,” I do think believe greater attention both to context (many of the poems
that surround 85 are more suggestive of the pull of attraction, revulsion, and continued
desire despite the knowledge of harm, for example) and the semantic aperture of this pair
of contrasts is necessary. John Nicholson, in “Chiasmus in Catullus 85” aptly calls attention to the poem’s chiastic structure and the crescendo effect of “excrucior,” which situates
“being torn in two opposite directions” at the literal crux of the poem. It is the “climactic
metaphor” that “stands as a symbol of the emotional paradox inherent in the simultaneous
expression of love and hate,” 45. I would add that it is also the dramatization of confusion
and hesitation, particularly given the rhetorical question that opens the poem and the state
of confusion that “nescio” reveals. As such, “odi and amo,” can be read even more closely
to Petrarch’s confused state; a “simultaneous expression” of being drawn to, turning away
from, and inclining towards what one relentlessly both desires and reviles.
25 In its entirety, modelling the type of dramatic transformation from activity to passivity
and agency to victimhood that Petrarch takes up in the initial poems that detail the negative
effects of his innamoramento—in the second sonnet he famously depersonalizes his capacity for defense by blaming his too susceptible heart; in the third, he describes himself as
being caught both unawares and against his will: “[…] i ‘fui preso, et non me ne guardai”
(“[…] I was taken, and I did not defend myself against it”) (Rvf 3, v.3; Durling 38).
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when his thoughts criticize him for his indulgent sin, Petrarch frequently recurs to these carpe diem and vanitas topoi to maximize a
certain phenomenological and material importance that surpasses
their religious potential. This allows him to contextualize his awareness of the fragility of the body and catalyze his desire to take advantage of what time he has left by writing and proving his love
for Laura. “I’vo pensando,” therefore, not only offers a much overlooked explanation for the apparent turn towards God in the first
and last poems in the Rvf; it holds the interpretive key that allows
readers to parse what seems to be the abandonment of poetry for the
sake of the soul.
In an interesting departure from the Rvf’s first sonnets, which situate the misguided poet’s scopophilic eye at the origin of the “primo
giovanile errore” that leads to his problematic innamoramento, the
troubles encountered in “I’vo pensando” are not the result of any
decisive action or definitive passion, but of a lengthy meditation.
Not only does the poet emphasize that he goes (on) thinking, but the
use of the preposition “in” doubles the attention given to trajectory,
orientation and spatialization, since “nel penser” is suggestive both
of the act of thinking (“nel” as during, as a process) and the interiorized state of being in thought (“nel” as in or within) that “frequently
leads” the poet to other thoughts, metonymically rendered as “altro
lagrimar.”
Caught in a tortuously intercalated order of operations, and by the
“nel” that confines the poet to a temporal and spatial prison, the
poet’s meditative trajectory leads him astray (and away from God)
precisely because there is no real trajectory. It is not only that his introspection will never cease until his death; as he lives, each thought
will continuously cause deviation and propel him ill-advisedly towards his earthly love. Going from merely “vedendo ogni giorno il
fin più presso” (seeing the end coming closer every day) (Rvf 264,
v.5) to morbidly believing that his end has already arrived: “del mio
stato tremo, / […] et son forse a l’estremo” (I fear my state, […] and
I am perhaps at my end) (Rvf 264, vv.17-18), Petrarch’s wandering
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“penser” has confounded him spatially and temporally, disorienting,
and fomenting his awareness of the passage of time, the disintegration of the body, and the evanescence of life.
Describing himself as pushed and pulled in different directions,
once his new desire for integrity finally does come, it unfortunately
arrives too late. Recalling Tantalus, the condemned king of Greek
mythology, Petrarch transfers the spargamos topos to descriptions
of his own inability to grasp anything properly: “pavento / adunar
sempre quel ch’un’ora sgombre” (“since I fear to be always gathering what one hour will scatter” (Rvf 264, vv.70-72; Durling 429).
He transfers what he elsewhere intimated were some of the positive
outcomes of scattering and diffusion—the transmission of his words
and the diffusion of his message and his name—and recasts them in
a violent and punitive key. Indeed, as he is left without any type of
authorial and identitary integrity since time continues to confound
his desires, in “I’vo pensando” Petrarch is only successful in scattering his sighs, which recalls the opening sonnet’s scattered rhymes
and recognition of the futility of his many years of pain and suffering. On the wrong path at the wrong time, and with the wrong type
of longings in his mind, he is incapable of successful possession.
Though he turns towards Laura, in a pessimistic response to his earlier adynaton about embracing and controlling wind, both the reach
of his poetic enterprise and his desire for seizure are impossible
despite his best efforts: “nulla stringo, e tutto ‘l mondo abbraccio”
(“I grasp nothing and embrace all the world”) (Rvf 134, v.4; Durling
272). He is not able to reach what he desires.
Even being conscious of his folly and the risks of loving an unstable
body he knows can never last and whose end he proleptically rehearses and speeds along by way of a conscious process of poetic
fragmentation, the poet knows just how dedicated he is to the “mortal cosa” he continues to love more than God. Instead of abandoning
Laura, as the first and last poems of the Rvf initially suggest, “I’vo
pensando” can be read as the confession that what the poet subverts and finally abandons is actually the “spazio” reserved for him
in Heaven. His abandonment of his purported spiritual enterprise
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causes him to brazenly flout and “bargain” with Death (“ch’a patteggiar n’ardisce con la Morte” (Rvf 264, v.126) since his pleasure
in loving Laura is so great:
co la morte a lato
cerco del viver mio novo consiglio,
et veggio ‘l meglio, et al peggior m’appiglio. (Rvf 264, vv.127-36)
(with death by my side,
I seek new guidance for my life:
and I see better things, and I cling to the worst.)

Instead of avoiding, rejecting, or distancing himself from his
“vain hopes and futile suffering” (Rvf 1, v.6), Petrarch admits
in the envoy of “I’vo pensando” that he has specifically gone in
search of the fragmented, vain things that define and constitute
his “rime sparse,” even though he knows they will cause his
spiritual perdition.
Although Petrarch realizes that his relationship with Laura is nothing
but vanity, and although he hears his admonishing thoughts and sees
the benefits of “[i]l meglio”—grosso modo, “of better things”—he
cannot resist the impulses that manifest themselves as a perverse fidelity for the decaying things that scatter and disintegrate with time.
He is aware of the true life, that is, of the “vera vita” and the manifold felicities of salvation, but he prefers fragmentation and the disintegration that anticipates death. The perfidious nature of the love
of vanity that prevents him from doing what he believes is right is
effectively conveyed by his citation in the last line of his canzone of
the famous admission of culpability and indulgence of Ovid’s Medea
from book VII of the Metamorphoses, “Video meliora proboque,
deteriora sequor” (VII.20). Though Petrarch is aware of a good and
safe trajectory, he chooses to embark upon the riskier path: “et veggio il meglio, et al peggio m’appiglio” (I see better things and I cling
to the worst) (Rvf 366, v.136). Though he sees positive, surer, and
better things, as he explains, he prefers fragmentation, the ineffable,
and decay. He prefers to follow, chase and grasp for the worse.
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